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Venezuela's economic and political crisis took a new turn on July 22 when President Rafael Caldera
again suspended constitutional guarantees, overriding a decision by Congress just one day earlier
to reinstate civil liberties. Caldera has further angered lawmakers by calling for a referendum on
the issue, a move opponents say is unconstitutional. Caldera first suspended six constitutional
guarantees on June 27 to respond to the worst economic crisis in Venezuela's history.
The crisis erupted in January when the government closed Banco Latino in a major scandal
involving embezzlement and mismanagement. The government was later forced to make major
infusions of capital into eight other banks to prevent a collapse of the financial system. The
guarantees suspended in June included: protection from arbitrary search; protection from arbitrary
arrest; freedom of movement; the right to own private property; the guarantee against expropriation
of property without compensation; and freedom to engage in any legal economic activity without
restriction.
Venezuelan law requires that a presidential decree suspending constitutional rights be ratified
by Congress. On July 19, Defense Minister Rafael Montero Rivette urged Congress to support the
decree, saying the suspension of rights was necessary to respond to the economic crisis and to
prevent destabilizing activities by enemies of the government. "The situation has become even more
dangerous," said President Caldera in a plea for congressional support. "The attorney general is
beginning to take preventive measures and it would be a disaster to interrupt that work, because it
would again favor those who have used public confidence to the detriment of the people."
Nevertheless, on July 21 Congress rejected the administration's arguments and voted to reinstate
five of the six suspended guarantees, since lawmakers said they did not find any evidence of a
plot against the democratic system as alleged by the executive. Still, Congress did leave intact the
suspension of the right to engage in economic activity without interference, since legislators said
that restriction is necessary to prevent speculation and control inflation. Deputies from the Partido
Social-Cristiano (COPEI), Accion Democratica (AD), and "Causa R" joined forces to restore rights.
Members of the governing Convergencia coalition and Movimiento al Socialismo (MAS) walked
out before the vote was taken. It was the first defeat for Caldera, who was given special powers by
Congress after he took office in February. However, the following day Caldera defied Congress
and once again suspended the five restored rights. "I feel no satisfaction in taking this step, but the
gravity of the economic crisis has worsened the social and political crisis we already face," Caldera
said. "We do not want a conflict of powers."
According to Caldera, he is prepared to hold a referendum to let the people decide. He said if the
referendum did not go in his favor, he would resign. Caldera's action was criticized by some of
his staunchest supporters. The president of the Congress and Convergencia member Eduardo
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Gomez Tamayo said the president had not adequately explained his position and called some of the
government testimony "confusing and contradictory." Opposition deputies threatened to call a "noconfidence" vote against Caldera's economic ministers. Congressional leaders said Caldera's call for
a referendum would be unconstitutional, a position disputed by the attorney general.
However, many political analysts say any showdown between the legislature and the president is
likely to go in favor of the president. Recent polls show his approval ratings at almost 60%, much
higher than the percentage that voted for him last December. The armed forces also apparently
support the president. "In light of the difficult, complex, and grave situation in the country...we
say firmly, you can count on us," stated Vice Admiral Cesar Augusto Ramos on July 23. As the
dispute grew more heated, opposition politician Osvaldo Alvarez Paz, whom Caldera defeated for
the presidency, asked lawmakers to petition the Supreme Court to declare the latest suspension of
rights null and void.
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